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A Ground Floor Opportunity: The International Space Research Park ™ 
at NASA’s John F. Kennedy Space Center 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The International Space Research Park™  (ISRP) at NASA’s John F. Kennedy Space Center 
(KSC) is a partnership between NASA and the State of Florida to build an environment for 
world-class research and technology development performed through the collaborative efforts of 
industry, academia, and government.  
 
This initiative offers an unprecedented opportunity for eligible organizations – commercial, 
university-affiliated, and governmental – to access a prime site on KSC for location of their 
activities related to the International Space Station, the emerging KSC Spaceport Technology 
Center, and the Cape Canaveral Spaceport. A 400-acre site south of the KSC Visitor Complex 
will be developed as the ISRP. This paper describes the concept for this park, why and how it will 
be built, the benefits for both public and private sectors, and what steps the ISRP partnership has 
taken toward implementation. 
 
Origin and Purpose of The International Space Research Park™ 
 
As America and its international partners embark on a new Century of space exploration and 
development, one which promises opportunities to vastly expand humanity’s activities in space 
and to return great value from those endeavors to our lives here on earth, there is a compelling 
need to evolve a spaceport that will fully support the pursuit of this enterprise. 
 
A crucial step is to ensure that the scientists, technologists, and entrepreneurs who are prepared to 
invest their resources towards such goals have a home base at the world’s premiere space launch 
and landing site, and the right location to meet their needs for flight preparation, for ground-based 
research and support activities, and for processing their scientific and commercial product upon 
its return.     
 
In this new era of expanded space research and commercial development in near earth orbit, 
academia and industry will become far more active participants.  In the 21st Century, space will 
no longer be the realm of Government agencies alone. 
 
The lessons of past space development programs, the realities and pressures of today’s economy, 
and the strategic interests of NASA and the State of Florida have led KSC and Florida leaders to 
jointly explore new approaches to the space initiatives of this new era. 
Leading those new space initiatives is the 
construction in low earth orbit of the multi-
nation International Space Station, which is 
already functioning as a unique laboratory for 
scientific research in the environment of space. 
 
For NASA, the coming of the space station era 
has prompted a fresh look at how support 
infrastructure on the ground -- facilities required to enable and grow the station’s use -- should be 
built and operated.  The opportunity exists, and indeed the budget climate requires, that NASA 
find partners to share the high investment costs of constructing and operating the new ground 
facilities supporting space station experiments, research, operations, and commercialization.  
 
For Florida, the coming of the space station era offers an opportunity to see its economy more 
fully integrated into the development of resources in earth orbit, instead of simply serving as the 
transient site of space industry supporting a Government program, such was largely the case 
during the Apollo lunar landings. 
 
Further, the involvement of so many international partners in the station, and the space policy 
objectives to encourage and expand the private sector’s role in the development of space 
resources, require new ground support that is beyond NASA’s own requirements.  These 
activities need a place at the launch and landing site to stage their enterprises. 
 
A Bold New Partnership 
 
As KSC searched for a way to replace the Korean War-era hangar that had for years served as the 
processing laboratory for its life science experiments aboard the Space Shuttle, it engaged Florida 
leaders in discussing a bold new partnership to design, construct, and operate a Space Experiment 
Research and Processing Laboratory (SERPL) to serve as the primary gateway to the 
International Space Station for its scientific experiment payloads. 
 
Florida Governor Jeb Bush and a group of legislative leaders offered to NASA a commitment of 
$30 million in state funds to build the lab that the space station needed, and to lease the lab’s 
capacity to NASA’s experiment processing contractor to perform station payload work. In 
addition, the lab will host Florida’s university researchers and their colleagues. 
 
In addition, NASA and Florida leaders saw this laboratory as the start of something bigger, an 
opportunity to expand KSC and the state’s resident research and development capabilities, recruit 
intellectual capital, and attract private investment to establish a robust space industry sector 
willing to locate here for the long haul. 
 
Thus, the concept was born to establish a space commerce or research park with the SERPL as its 
first project and a powerful magnet for additional projects that could lessen NASA’s cost while 
helping it meet its mission, and bring both private investment and new high tech employment into 
the Florida economy. 
 
Moreover, the research park also was identified as a key element in the reinvention of the 
Kennedy Space Center, which has embarked on an effort to evolve into the agency’s Spaceport 
Technology Center, with a growing role in research and technology development.  This too was 
consistent with the State’s goals for growing high tech industry in Florida, and for positioning the 
nation’s fourth most populous state to compete more effectively for public and private R&D 
investments. 
 
Thirdly, a research park at KSC will contribute a significant value added to the world’s premier 
space launch site, further enhancing the attractive qualities of the Cape Canaveral Spaceport as 
space transportation moves slowly but steadily towards architectures which may no longer require 
coastal launch sites and elaborate support ranges. 
 
 
Space Experiment Research & Processing Laboratory (SERPL) – The Park’s First 
Project 
 
The SERPL is the first project of the International Space Research Park, and it is already 100% 
leased.  It will serve both as the primary gateway to the International Space Station for science 
experiments and as a world-class home to ground-based investigations in fundamental and 
applied biological science. 
 
This 100,000-square-foot facility will host the 
world’s most preeminent scientists engaged in 
life science research aboard the orbiting space 
station.  In accredited laboratories and 
processing areas, NASA’s life sciences support 
personnel will carefully house and prepare these 
experiments for launch aboard the Space Shuttle 
from KSC to the station. 
 
SERPL’s state-of-the-art laboratories are also 
available for use by qualified researchers 
working in collaboration with KSC or through the Florida Space Research Institute (FSRI), which 
was established by the State of Florida to promote and coordinate access by public and private 
universities and associated institutes. 
 
SERPL will facilitate KSC’s contribution to the NASA Advanced Life Support (ALS) Project.  
This work, performed in collaboration with other NASA Centers, is exploring various aspects of a 
bioregenerative life support system. Such research and technology development will be crucial to 
long-term habitation of space by humans. 
 
SERPL will also support NASA research in fundamental biology, such as investigations into how 
microbial communities evolve in open and closed environmental systems, and the Center’s on-
going research in Conservation Biology. For over 25 years, KSC’s ecological research has been a 
key component of NASA’s environmental stewardship of the Cape Canaveral Spaceport. 
 
Experiments prepared at SERPL and then flown aboard the International Space Station, and other 
ground-based research performed in SERPL laboratories, will add immensely to our knowledge 
of biology, and may lead to breakthrough technologies to enable humanity’s future colonization 
of space, and improve the human condition here on Earth. 
 
KSC and State of Florida officials gathered in February 2001 to break ground at the site of the 
new lab to be constructed through their partnership.  Work began soon afterward on Space 
Commerce Way, a new highway that will provide access to the tract of land designated for the 
research park.  Construction of the SERPL lab is well underway and is scheduled to be completed 
in 2003. 
 
Development of the Park Concept 
 
As ground was broken on the SERPL project, KSC and the Florida Space Authority (FSA) were 
initiating a year-long concept development study funded by NASA. A contractor team led by 
Futron Corporation of Bethesda, MD was recruited to obtain expert advice for KSC and its State 
partner on how best to proceed in planning and implementing the park. In addition, the study 
scope includes performance of a detailed market assessment, development and analysis of the 
business plan, and preliminary land use planning. 
 
The study formally commenced in May 2001 and will conclude in May 2002.  Some preliminary 
findings and results are described in this paper. 
 
As a first step in getting some outside, independent advice, KSC asked the prestigious Urban 
Land Institute (ULI) to provide an assessment of the park concept by an advisory panel of its 
highly experienced members.  An impressive group of nine ULI volunteers, all having extensive 
experience in the planning and implementation of similar projects throughout the country, 
convened at KSC in July 2001 and spent an intense week studying the site, interviewing project 
staff and stakeholders, and analyzing the various physical, technical, and financial aspects of the 
proposed park.  They reported their findings to KSC senior management and subsequently 
published an advisory panel report – Kennedy Space Center – A Strategy for the International 
Space Research Park. 
 
The ULI provided KSC and FSA with a long list of findings and recommendations, some of 
which have already been implemented and a number of which remain under consideration as the 
concept development effort continues.  Key among ULI’s observations and advice are the 
following: 
 
- The opportunity presented to NASA and the State of Florida in establishing the 
research park is far greater than the partners had initially imagined, and they urged 
KSC and FSA to go forward with their plan to develop the park. 
- Their preliminary assessment of the park’s market potential and the capacity of the 
site suggest that the International Space Research Park could attract and facilitate 
about 3 million square feet of R&D facilities, employing up to 10,000 employees, 
over a build out period extending 20 years. 
- There are challenges faced in the site development costs (low elevation requiring 
significant fill) and in obtaining the required investment capital for development of 
the park infrastructure. 
- NASA should proceed promptly to partner with the State and private sector to realize 
the park’s full potential 
 
The ULI report provided an initial model for land use planning, implementation strategies, and 
project timing that infused a significant amount of momentum to the concept development effort. 
In addition, it supplied an avenue for both internal and external stakeholders to become aware of 
the park concept and to input interests and concerns. 
 
In addition to the ULI advisory panel, the project team sought expert advice from others who 
have developed successful research parks, conducting three benchmarking trips specifically to 
capture lessons learned and suggestions. 
 
This effort began with several visits to the Central Florida Research Park adjacent to the 
University of Central Florida in Orlando, long recognized as one of the leading successful 
research parks in the nation.  Project personnel made additional visits early this year to the Sandia 
Science and Technology Park in Albuquerque, New Mexico and the Cummings Research Park in 
Huntsville, Alabama. 
 
These benchmarking visits have helped shape the foundation for design standards and 
management approaches now under development for the International Space Research Park, and 
the project is greatly indebted to the generous contribution of knowledge and advice furnished by 
our experienced colleagues, who candidly shared both the good and bad of their experience. 
 
The Research Park Site and Preliminary 
Plans for its Development 
 
The ISRP site is located immediately south of 
the KSC Visitor Complex and is bordered by a 
new access highway, Space Commerce Way.  
When its first tenants open for business, 
expected to occur in 2004, the entire property, 
except for the SERPL and a parcel adjacent to it, 
will be located outside the KSC restricted-access 
security zone, and no badges will be required for 
employees or customers to access the park. 
 
Preliminary plans envision that the park will be developed in phases.  A business case is in 
development to support the development costs of the park’s infrastructure with commercial 
financing through the issuance of bonds or through bank financing. 
 
The park is envisioned to be campus like, and pedestrian friendly, with features to encourage 
interaction and collaboration among its tenants. 
 
Design standards being developed for the park will ensure it meets high expectations for aesthetic 
appeal, environmental friendliness, and the partnership’s shared vision for a world-class research 
park. 
 
Seeking Good Partners: Eligibility Criteria 
 
Enterprises, both private and public, which wish to engage in or support research and technology, 
space product development, or commercialized space services are invited to consider locating 
their laboratories and offices in the new International Space Research Park™.  
 
This unique space research park is expected to attract a broad but synergistic range of activities. 
These may include research and higher education activities sponsored by university 
organizations, commercial space experiment processing services, spaceport and range technology 
development and support activities, international laboratories and administrative support for 
NASA’s global partners on the space station, technical and scientific support labs, a space 
business assistance, space technology brokerage activities, and business support services required 
by park tenants. 
 
To be eligible for a long-term lease of acreage within the International Space Research Park™, a 
prospective tenant organization must meet at least one of the following key criteria: 
 
- Depend on close proximity to the Cape Canaveral Spaceport’s launch or landing 
operations 
- Demonstrate a direct relation to the NASA mission and to Kennedy Space 
Center/Cape Canaveral Spaceport strategic objectives 
- Engage in Research and Development activities that integrate academia, industry, 
and government entities for the advancement of spaceport and range technologies 
- Offer a partnering initiative with industry or academia with mutual benefits to 
NASA, other Federal agencies, and the State of Florida 
 
NASA, property owner of the International Space Research Park™, reserves the right to 
determine at its full discretion the eligibility of any prospective tenant. 
 
Heavy manufacturing or large scale assembly of space hardware, and any operations deemed 
hazardous and incompatible with other park users, cannot be sited at the International Space 
Research Park™ but may be accommodated at other locations.  The ISRP partnership maintains 
close marketing relationships with area industrial and corporate parks, and with site assistance 
organizations. 
 
Proposed Management Approach: Roles and Responsibilities 
 
An initial Memorandum of Understanding between KSC and FSA was signed in December 2001, 
spelling out the respective roles of the partners in planning the park and establish common 
understandings related to the subsequent implementation and operation of the park.  This 
agreement provides that NASA fund and lead the concept development study with FSA 
involvement, with FSA funding and managing follow-on engineering, technical, and business 
studies to prepare for park implementation. 
 
While a number of specific details and processes are being refined, the proposed management 
approach envisioned for the park is that NASA will retain title to the property as Federal land but 
convey land use and development rights to the State, which in turn will enter into long-term 
arrangements with park tenants to enable privately financed space industry firms, and academic 
institutions, to build and operate in the park. 
 
Efforts are underway between the partners to build an approach that permits “best commercial 
practices” to govern the activities of park tenants within a defined framework of land use and 
design standards.  A key example of this approach is the exclusion of the park site (except for 
SERPL) from the KSC restricted access zone, so that the access of tenants and their customers to 
their sites in the park is available 24-hours a day and free of limitations on international workers 
and visitors. 
 
KSC and FSA are working now on a land use agreement, subject to the review and approval of 
NASA Headquarters and other Government authorities, to spell out these innovative approaches. 
 
Other Steps Towards Implementation 
 
In parallel with the activities described above, FSA has initiated in cooperation with KSC an 
Environmental Assessment and other engineering activities required to support the start of the 
park’s first phase before the end of this year. 
 
KSC and FSA are working jointly on exploring alternatives for financing the initial park 
infrastructure requirements, and in working with the third party sponsors of several projects 
proposed for inclusion in this earliest phase of the park.  These include no less than three 
commercial firms engaged in space technology and related research products and services, and 
one major university. 
 
The process to designate the park as a Free Trade Zone (FTZ) has been initiated. 
 
KSC has also worked to establish good relationships with neighboring communities that may be 
impacted by the park’s development, other Central Florida parks, local and regional economic 
development organizations, and a range of other external stakeholders interested in the project 
and its positive contribution to the region. 
 
Benefits  
 
The potential benefits of the International Space Research Park are immense.  Perhaps most 
importantly, the park will help enable the growth of robust and broad-based space enterprise by 
offering a place where space researchers, technology developers, commercial providers, and 
international users can set up their ground shop in close proximity to the “harbor” that offers 
access to and from space. 
 
The synergy of their presence in the park will foster innovation in space research, while spawning 
new technologies and accelerating their availability to the marketplace.  
 
Preliminary data being collected indicates that the park will attract and generate high technology 
jobs, with their resultant positive impact on the local, regional, and state economies. 
 
NASA will realize cost benefits as the need to replace some of its aging infrastructure is 
eliminated, and required services become commercially available from providers with a 
broadened customer base.  
 
Conclusion 
 
At the place where travel beyond Earth became a reality, there is a new ground floor opportunity 
for those who want to reach for the stars.   
 
With the multi-nation International Space Station laboratory now accommodating its initial 
science activities, and broad new opportunities emerging for expanded involvement by industry 
and academia in space science and technology, the Kennedy Space Center has set aside a prime 
location to develop a 400-acre research park that will be unlike any other. 
 
Interested parties are urged to contact either the Florida Space Authority or Kennedy Space 
Center, to explore the potential for securing a place in the future of space exploration and 
development, a future that can begin at the International Space Research Park™. 
 
 
International Space Research Park™ is a trademark and service mark of the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, registration pending.  
 
 
  
  
 
 
